What is the role of the cys-his motif in retroviral nucleocapsid (NC) proteins?
Retroviruses encode a small, basic nucleocapsid (NC) protein that is found complexed to genomic RNA within the viral particle. The NC protein appears to function not only in a histone-like manner in packaging the RNA into the particle but also in specifically selecting the viral genomic RNA for packaging. A cysteine-histidine (cys-his) region, usually composed of 14 amino acids and reminiscent of the 'zinc fingers' of transcription factors, is the only highly conserved sequence element among the retroviral NC proteins. This review discusses the biochemical properties of NC, and its possible role(s) in retroviral replication. We also speculate on how the biochemical properties may relate to its function in RNA recognition and packaging.